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[11/28/2020 5:17 PM] queennesquik
For native and newcomer alike, navigating Altum is a substantial ordeal. Even in its southernmost regions, the cold is bitter and snow falls often. During the daytime, the temperature is at least livable, at least in the more southern regions. During nighttime, however, attempting to sleep through the cold and wind is inadvisable without a strong camp or, better yet, a fully-enclosed house.

This is the appeal of the Pine Hearth, one of Altum’s few inns. It stands in a snowy yet typically warm valley, a colorful field visible across it as the sun melts the snow each morning. News of its existence is fickle and travels only by word of mouth. The respite provided by the Hearth from the conditions of travel and field camping is rare in Altum, and as such it attracts any whose route passes by it.
​
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**Crossing Paths**
As you approach the inn, the soft, scratchy sound of hooves trudging through snow to your left catches your attention. You turn your head to see a group of five spirits walking up the slope atop which the inn stands. They are close to one another, each clearly fatigued and bogged down with the weight of various bags and equipment.

They wave a paw as they approach, looking up at you from the slope they walk on. You walk towards them, and the spirit nearest the front hastens for a moment before slowing in front of you, extending a paw.

“I’m Takei,” she says as you shake paws. “It’s good to meet you. I suppose this is the most likely place to see a new face, just outside the inn.”

She turns back to her group, gesturing towards them as they catch up.

“These are my friends and travelling party,” she introduced. They nod as she does so.
​
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**Travelling in Altum**
You introduce yourself and ask about the equipment they’re carrying.

“Well, friendly terrain is sparse in Altum,” she begins, gesturing towards the inn to suggest that you walk and talk.

“Sometimes, we can navigate through a nice valley, but much of the time we’re stuck scrambling over rocky hills and mountain faces. For that, we employ some reliable tools,” she explains as she taps on a sharp-edged pickaxe-like instrument on her pack. 

“Ice picks for leveraging a grip where there isn’t one, pikes and hammers for creating handholds, and rope to tie onto them. It’s certainly hard work, but with a lot of practice and vigilance it’s possible to cross Altum’s rough terrain over long distances. 

“Depending on what’s in our way, it’s occasionally better to take long detours rather than travel what we call ‘dense land’ - areas which are small, in the literal sense, but take days to cross for the difficulty of doing so.”
​


[11/28/2020 5:19 PM] queennesquik
**Between the Settlements**
You make it to the cargo elevator beside the supports that hold the inn off the snowy ground. With a sigh of relief, Takei’s party sets their equipment onto it and rings the bell attached to its rope, stepping off of it just before it ascends towards the inn. You inquire what they were travelling to that might require the heavy load.

“We’re in the middle of a long expedition,” she sighs. “Connecting some very distant settlements on the corners of spirit presence in Altum and charting our route for future travellers. The Pine Hearth will be the nicest night we’ve had in awhile,” she says with a laugh. “Even the most distant groups have to stay connected somehow. A lot of letters sent between friends and family, along with the occasional package.”

“It can be a long way between the Altumi,”a member of her group chimes in, nodding towards you, “Yet still, one group is always willing to help another in need. I have seen two who have never met embrace each other like family,” he adds with a smile. “It is an odd kind of unifying warmth.”
​
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**Spirit Swoop**
The group turns away from the platform, strolling back towards the start of the inn’s tall staircase in a disorganized manner. Takei shifts to your end of the crowd, and you take the opportunity to ask whether any light abilities contribute to their toolkit.

“Ah, our most important one,” Takei answers with a grin. “Spirit Swoop is, in the physical sense, a simple thing - a membrane of light that a spirit summons between their arms and legs upon which they can catch the air. Despite this, it becomes an art in its complexity when you consider the winds and terrain of Altum along with it. With skillful use, crossing what would be days of distance on foot can take only an afternoon.”  

Glancing out towards the valley which the Pine Hearth Inn steadfastly overlooks, Takei smiles, "Outside of Altum, you'd probably think the only way to get a decent updraft was from a thermal.  Truth is: the sky's a lot like the rivers and lakes, when it comes to how it flows." 

The Spirit gestures towards the cliffside, "Notice how the winds up here are blowing in towards us?  The cliff deflects the air upwards, and we can use that for a spot of lift.  Of course, we can also use a thermal like anyone else; you'd be surprised where you can find them."  You wonder aloud whether their arms get tired, to which Takei responds with a laugh. "Of course! No spirit's solved the problem of aching arms, but that doesn't stop them from trying every now and again."
​
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**Altumi Survivalism**
You round the side of the inn and take the first steps up the wide flight of stairs up to the inn. A few groans echo from Takei’s party as they gaze up the steps, at which Takei fails to stifle a chuckle.

“The Pine Hearth will be the best resting place we’ll have all journey,” she continues, seemingly both to explain to you and reassure her group. “Perhaps the most comfortable place I’ve rested in some time.” You give some thought to that and ask Takei if their way of life is normal. She smirks a bit proudly before answering you.

“Well of course not everyone lives the traveler’s life, but even in the established settlements, staying stocked and safe takes constant vigilance. Every able individual needs to know how to carry out every basic task that might support themselves and their community. It is often difficult, but it makes us rather consistently resolute.”
​
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**Communication**
As you continue to the top of the steps, you ask how Altum’s communities might stay connected over the harsh terrain. Takei taps on her backpack.

“As I mentioned, a lot of letters are delivered by spirit courier,” she reiterates. “Though, I suppose that isn’t the complete story. The trembitas - large wooden horns that project their sound far across the mountains - can carry a message much faster than even the best gliders. Despite this, their rather limited vocabulary makes them more useful for sending warnings or calls to action than something like a conversation between individuals.”

Takei looks up towards the doors of the Inn and sighs contentedly.

“Well, I’ve got to go speak with Ezi about getting me and my own a place to sleep for the night, and I ought to start sooner rather than later. I hope you find answers to your questions,” she wishes. You wish her the same good fortune and she jogs up the last few steps to the doors of the Inn.
​
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**The Pine Hearth Inn**
You surmount the stairs and reach the Inn’s porch with a sigh of relief. As you take a moment to rest, the design of the inn catches your eye.

Relative to most of Altum’s constructions, it is a large building, comparable to the size of a dining hall in a large settlement. A tall triangular frame extending upwards above its deep brown log walls. The roof is at a step angle and tiled with polished wooden boards. The two front doors are wide and look heavy, intricate curling designs carved into their hardwood surface. 

You can spot a balcony on the right wall of the building as well, covered by a long and thick awning that extends out from the roof. A short chimney spews a column of grey smoke on the same side of the inn.

Takei’s group beside you takes the first steps inside, and you follow them through the door. The inside of the building is cozily sequestered from the numbing atmosphere that permeates Altum’s slopes. Deep browns of spruce logs and warm greys of cobblestone wall columns give your eyes a welcome break from the aggressive white of snow-covered fields. A fireplace warms the air, cutting through the chill of Altum that had settled into you.

A few chairs surround the fire, perhaps moved from somewhere else. Left from there are two tables with a set of chairs circling each of them. On the far wall, a staircase leads up to a loft that hangs above your head. You peer upwards at it and spot a short hallway that leads to a few numbered doors.
​
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**The Guests**
Various spirits and Michi are congregated inside as well. Takei’s group follows her towards the innkeep, discussing plans for their stay. Another group is congregated near the campfire in their own quiet conversation. Beyond them and across a small counter, you can see a team working to sort Takei and her party’s equipment into cubbies and boxes.

Near the left wall is another party sitting around one of the tables in the lobby. They have their packs sitting beside them and they eat a meal of berries, roots, and a few preserved meats from a plate in the center of the table.
​
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**Spirits and Michi**
The Michi scattered in the inn have some striking differences from the spirits they sit amongst. They have thicker fur in shades of brown and a noticeably shorter tail. Despite this, you believe they might be indistinguishable from a far enough distance. The spirits behave around them with the utmost comfort, as if they as well had fallen from the Spirit Spruce.
​
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**The View of Altum**
As you wait for Takei to finish her business with the innkeep, you wander towards the center of the lobby. The balcony to your right provides a framed view of Altum from the relative height of the inn.

Slopes of radiant white snow and icy grey dominate the scene, layering over one another as they stretch into the distance. Between these are a few patches of verdant green fields speckled with colorful flowers. As the snow melts during midday in the warmer seasons, the plants that hide underneath are revealed, creating flower valleys in Altum’s warmer regions. The Pine Hearth is situated in one of these valleys, and you can see that its blooming days are soon to come.
​
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**The Task Board**
On the same wall as the front door, on a shelf of small cubbies filled with small packages, leans a plate of smooth rock. It is uniformly dark except for the messages scrawled onto its surface by the soft white rocks that sit on the shelf next to it.

The board is clearly intended as a listing of tasks, both for locals to the area around the Pine Hearth and couriers travelling through. Some refer to packages left in the shelf below, either to be collected or delivered. Others refer to incomplete wood collection or ask those who read to spread news of family gatherings. The handwriting and language varies as well, to the point where you can accurately tell the authors of the notes from each other based on their style and attitude.
​
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**The Vellum Writing**
Just beyond the chalkboard is a framed sheet of writing hung high on the wall of the Inn. It grabs your attention, as the minimalist decoration of the Inn is barren of anything else that could be reasonably hung on the wall. The writing itself is too small and antiquated in style for you to read, but the writing surface appears to be some kind of treated animal hide, and there is an inscription on a plate of metal set into the frame itself.

“Presented and Belonging to Ezi, for the Timber Hearth Inn, by Resia and Akatu the Spirits,” it reads, “The Fifth Vellum Writing; The Story of the Spruces, as Relayed by Mehri the Spirit.”
​
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**Talking to the Keep**
The sound of shuffling hooves catches your left ear. You flick your head to see Takei and her party talking amongst themselves as they walk towards the inn’s rooms, a key in Takei’s grip. As they walk away, you can see the small desk behind which the innkeep sits, sorting keys into cubbies and counting payment for rooms.

You approach with a polite nod, introducing yourself and asking about vacancies. 

“We’re not that busy,” he laughs, his voice soft and even. “And I’m Ezi. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
​
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**Purpose of the Inn**
As he continues to sort his desk, you ask about the inn’s current guests. He looks up in thought for a moment before answering.

“Well, around this time of year, we get the most sightseers to watch the blooming season, though admittedly the vast majority are still from Altum. More generally, we receive visitors for whom our inn is near their path of travel. Couriers are the most frequent, though gatherers and spirits moving permanently from one place to another are also usually around in small numbers.

Of course, the absolute purpose of the inn is to turn a profit, but beyond the bare minimum I need to stay fed, it’s meant to be a stronghold of recuperation. Even the most well-stocked of voyages can suffer great fatigue over their many days of wilderness camping. To have a comfortable and safe place to rest can relieve much suffering.”
​
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**Altumi Explorers**
“The guests themselves are perhaps another story,” Ezi continues with a friendly smirk. “Our patrons are rather polite, actually, and are among the more experienced when it comes to travelling in Altum. The longer the voyage, the more likely it is to pass by our doors, after all. 

Education in practical Altumi wisdom and a great amount of time spent in the outdoors in one’s early life make for a blend of talents that produces many skilled survivalists. The couriers may be a cut above the rest - especially with their gliding - but most every Altumi spirit could be counted on to survive a night in the wilderness alone.”
​
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**Frontier Culture**
Ezi looks through the keys sorted on his desk, seemingly considering something about each.

“More or less, it’s because all of Altum’s settlements require their every spirit to contribute to survival efforts,” he adds as he works. “When you’re out on the edge of spirit-inhabited lands, it is a challenge to subsist. Spirits are known to develop a strong tenacity and build cultures in their many homes that, while they are varied, share their perseverance.”
​
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**Cultural Development of Altum**
A sudden stirring of noise behind you catches Ezi’s attention, and he looks up from his work for a moment to observe it. You turn your head to follow his gaze and see the spirits surrounding the campfire playing a tune. One has a small instrument made of metal pegs in their lap, the other two adding to the melody with deep humming.

“Ah, that finally made it here!” Ezi comments quietly, sounding pleasantly surprised. You turn your head back and give him a curious look.

“It doesn’t sound as though it’s the same spirits playing it. They must have picked it up,” he continues. “I first heard that song on a trip I took away from the Hearth to visit family. Altumi carry their stories and songs as consistently as they do the head on their shoulders, and they can spread easily from group to group. The specific notes often change, but the underlying tune is easy to recognize. 

Altumi spin them out of tales of their experiences - or, occasionally, their imagination - and they can spread to every corner of Altum from the right trade routes and settlements.”
​


[11/28/2020 5:43 PM] queennesquik
**Heading to your Room**
“Ah, but I’m keeping you from your room, aren’t I?” Ezi suddenly starts as he finishes his organizing. You nod, extending a paw to exchange your currency for a key. He nods, smiles, and points you to your room. You return the parting gestures. 

“A good night to you,” he cheerfully wishes as you depart from his counter.

Turning to your right as you walk towards the back of the Inn, you look outside through the open balcony where the cargo lift leads once more. The sun is still above the mountains, but the first hints of sunset are beginning to fade in at the horizon. A few specks of light just beyond the balcony catch your eye, and you squint to see a group of spirits gliding upwards away from the Inn. 

You gaze at them for as long as you can see them. Once they drift out of view, you retire to your room.
​
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**The Inn’s Room**
The decoration in your room is as conservative as the decoration outside it. A thick window with drawn shades is embedded into the wall opposite the door. A few steps forward and to your right, a wooden desk and chair are pushed against the wall. On the opposite side of the room, a small, soft-looking cot hangs between two walls, one pillow sitting in its center.

Looking at the cot makes your eyelids heavy. You set down what you brought on the desk and curl up inside it, quickly falling asleep.
​
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**======================**
       **WELCOME TO ALTUM**
**======================**

A terrain coated in white snow glinting with radiant sunlight surrounds you distantly, yet completely. Gray mountains and spruce-filled valleys layer over one another all the way to the horizon to create a skyline that towers over your immediate surroundings, as if you might fall into the earth beneath your hooves. You feel irrefutably small.

In such a grand forest, one is well-advised to know where they are going at all times, and how to get there. To learn more about the forest, you have picked two places to chart a careful course between. One of Altum’s rare Inns is a promising place to meet native Altumi in their average lives, and a trail that runs through the mountain slopes is said to be littered with markers that detail the forest’s history.

*The Pine Hearth Inn is currently available. You can navigate to it using the pinned messages.*
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